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1  TWO TIME SYSTEMS
Document 1
21 January 1873
Small district chiefs and deputy chiefs (kochō fuku) meet at six-half; prefectural offi-
cial arrives at ten o’clock.
This passage appears in Koshino shuju, the journal written by Mishima Okujirō 三島
億次郎, the former daimyo of Nagaoka domain.1 Mishima had become a large district
chief (daikuchō 大区長) in Niigata Prefecture, a position that corresponded to what
would later be called country chief. He had called the 380 kochō and fuku kochō (small
district chiefs and deputy small district chiefs2) of his jurisdiction to hear a talk about
land titles by an official from the prefectural capital.
In this one entry, we can see two different time systems being used. “Six-half ” (mut-
suhandoki 六つ半時) is a reference to a time based on the old system of seasonal time—
the variable-hour time system—used in the Edo period, and “ten o’clock” (jūji 十字) is a
reference to the new fixed-hour system of time, officially introduced at the same time as
the solar calendar was adopted, approximately twenty days before Mishima made this
entry. Of course, it was not exactly equivalent to today’s Japan Standard Time, but it was
probably in the area of ten o’clock.
Time in the fixed-hour time system is the time displayed by clocks. Mishima uses
phrases like “arrived at ten o’clock” and “returned home at nine o’clock” in his journal to
describe the day’s activities, indicating that he probably owned a pocket watch, and lived
in a world subjectively ordered by a fixed-hour system. He made appointments with pre-
fectural officials within this time system. However, the small district chiefs and their
deputies, who were influential representatives of the agricultural class in the rural areas,
were told to come at a time based on the old variable-hour time system. Timepieces had
not yet spread to the agricultural classes yet, so this was in a sense inevitable. It also
shows that two different time systems coexisted in the same place.
There was a large disparity between the two systems, shown clearly in the excerpt.
The “six-half ” at which the local officials were ordered to come is the equivalent of 7:10
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a.m., converted for the Tokyo area at around that time of year.3 In Niigata, which is
located at a slightly higher latitude than Tokyo, the time would be a bit later, but in
either case it was nothing more than a way of saying, “be here sometime between sunrise
and a half-hour thereafter.” The small district officials were made to wait at least two
hours. The coexistence of the two time systems was founded on a presumption of
absolute difference in social rank, wherein it was absolutely normal for one person to
have to wait two hours for another.
The existence of two time systems founded on class would not pose much problem as
long as there was little contact between the classes. There were, however, places where
different classes came into contact on a daily basis. One example is the factory.
Document 2
Regulations for the Factory under the Bureau of Naval Ordnance, August 18754
1. All personnel shall be their posts at the sound of a signal bell five minutes before
work starts every morning, and begin work as soon as the signal is given.
2. The following working hours are set. From vernal equinox to autumn equinox:
7:30 a.m. to 5 p.m.; from autumn equinox to vernal equinox: 7:30 a.m. to 4 p.m. . . .
5. All personnel who arrive at work later than 6:30 a.m. shall be deemed tardy, and
must report a decrease in their pay for that day’s wages equal to the amount of time
tardy. Personnel arriving later than 7 a.m. shall not be used for that day.
For two and a half years after the above source was printed, the Bureau of Naval
Ordnance was located in Tsukiji, Tokyo. This factory started work at 7:30 a.m., and the
workers had to be at their posts at 7:25, at the sound of a signal bell. These workers had
to have arrived at the factory, however, one hour ahead of time, by 6:30 in the morning.
If they were later than this, their pay was reduced, and if they were later than 7 a.m.,
they were not allowed to work that day. Yet there was no logical reason for them to have
to arrive any earlier than 7:25 a.m.
From the point of view of the management, an extra hour in the morning was needed
to check the roll and make sure all the workers started work on time. The workers, how-
ever, had to carry kansatsu (鑑札 licenses) to work, which should have allowed manage-
ment to check the roll in a very short amount of time, as it indeed became general prac-
tice to do not too many years later. That extra hour in the morning before work can only
be understood in terms of class relations which dictate that in a management-run factory,
labor has to show up early for work, if only to make sure that management is not incon-
venienced in any way. 
By this time, two or three clock towers had appeared in Tokyo in places like the
Toranomon Engineering Office and the Takehashi Guard Infantry Barracks, displaying
the new fixed-hour system to the general populace, together with the bell that rang on
the hour since the system was put into effect in 1873.5 The factory regulations stating
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that workers had to be at work at 6:30, and not “six-half by the sunrise,” were an indica-
tion that means for the general public to learn about the new time system were develop-
ing and that its use was indeed spreading. In this case, only one time system was being
used. It was, however, unrealistic to expect punctuality from workers used to the vague
concept of time embodied by the variable-hour time system for which units were sig-
nalled only by ringing of a bell roughly every two hours (depending on the time of the
year). This created a disparity in the punctuality demanded by the factory hours and the
time the workers showed up. This disparity was resolved in a very class-consciousness
manner, by simply having the workers wait in the morning.
The Kaigun Heikishō enkaku6 lists craftsmen called from Kagoshima to work in some
of the more skilled factories in 1875: Yamana Hannosuke 山名半之丞 (ninth-level
appointment), skilled in sword metallurgy, as chief of casting and smithery, Sugiu Gorō
杉生五郎 (tenth-level appointment) who had acquired ordnance skills in the employment
of the old Nagaoka domain, Beppu Morizō 別府盛造, who had worked on small rifle
manufacture at the old Kagoshima Shūseikan, and Tajiri Zensuke 田尻善助, who had
also worked at the old Kagoshima Shūseikan in ordnance, and moved in 1876.
Lieutenant Oki Ippei 沖一平, section chief in the armament manufacture unit, was also
from Kagoshima, indicating a strong possibility that one method used by factory man-
agement to fill personnel needs was to find people who had experience in the old domain
factories, especially in the Kagoshima Shūseikan.
Let’s take a look at the working hours prescribed by the factory regulations as they
develop.
Document 3
Regulations for Workmen in Naval Armaments Factories, July 18837
Article 19: There shall be nine working hours per day. This shall be eight-and-a-half
working hours per day for the three months from December through February.
There shall be 30-minute lunch break at noon.
Article 20: Work shall start at 7 a.m. from March through November, and at 7:30
a.m. during January, February, and December.
Article 26: All preparations should be complete before the whistle signaling work
start. After the whistle indicating work finish, all items should be put away and the
area should be cleaned.
Whistles are as follows:
1. Pre-start whistle: 30 seconds, 2 seconds, 2 seconds. A start whistle shall be
sounded 15 minutes before the start of work.
2. Work finish.
3. Lunch break.
Article 39: Workers shall be allowed into the factory up to 15 minutes after work
starts. However, in such cases, 10% shall be deducted from pay.
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The regulations concerning going to work have changed quite a bit. To begin with,
the time work starts in the morning, which was previously the same throughout the year,
has been moved back thirty minutes during winter. Under the traditional variable-hour
time system, which changed with the seasons, “morning five” would vary between 8:01
a.m. at the winter solstice and 6:27 a.m. at the summer solstice, depending on what time
the sun rose. Since a fixed-hour time system does not allow for such variation, working
hours such as those in Document 2, which required that workers arrive at 6:30 in the
morning, made it necessary to leave for work while it was still dark in winter, creating a
large disparity with traditional customs. Moving starting times back in winter, as in
Document 3, is a approach which can be seen in schools even today, indicating that fac-
tors such as consideration of sunrise—typical of variable-hour time systems—can also be
found in fixed-hour time systems. I call time systems that include this kind of considera-
tion “semi-fixed-hour time systems.” Work finishes at 4 p.m.
The second change is that the waiting period seen in Document 2 has disappeared. A
starting time is set and workers are required to finish their preparations by that time, but
a provision for punishment for arriving at work just before the whistle is lacking in
Article 39. The workers have gone from their previous condition of being forced to wait
to one in which they can arrive any time before work starts, indicating that the length of
time they were made to wait depended on how accurate their concept of time was.
What lay behind these two changes? From a technical point of view, the “pre-start
whistle” in Document 3 is of note. As we saw above, before this there was a “signal bell”
used five minutes before work. As described in the Kaigun zōheishō enkaku, speaking of
this signal bell, “. . . the armaments plant (the Tsukiji factory) notified the main office
(the armament storage and manufacture unit, later the Bureau of Naval Ordnance) that
beginning on 31 March 1875, a signal bell shall be used to notify that work has fin-
ished,”8 which shows that it was already implemented four months prior to the regula-
tions in Document 2. In January of the same year, the plant had moved from
Ishikawajima to Odawara-chō in Tsukiji, and it had approximately 174 workers at the
time. Using a bell to signal work starting was probably part of a general revamping of the
system implemented after the move. However, this system only let those workers already
inside the factory know when to start and stop work, making it no more than a method
of letting them know the time.
In contrast, Document 3 shows an overhaul of the system related to the Bureau of
Naval Ordnance taking over the old Ministry of Engineering and Manufacturing’s
Akabane Engineering Office in March 1883, which was located at what is now 1 Mita,
Minato-ku, at that time positioned at the southern edge of Tokyo. The “pre-start whis-
tle,” which was a very loud steam whistle, could be heard beyond the gates of the factory,
and was undoubtedly used with the intention of getting workers up and out of their
houses. Of course, this does not mean that every single worker would leave his house
after hearing the whistle, but it was capable of letting all those workers who lived within
hearing distance of the whistle, or those who were already on their way to work, know
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what time it was. This was without a doubt the technological factor which allowed facto-
ries to encourage workers to be punctual, without having to make them actually come
early and wait. Unlike Tsukiji, with its nearby clock tower, it would have been possible to
adjust the time work started in the morning according to the season in places where the
only way of knowing what time it was would be hearing an hourly bell. Another example
of a method of letting people know when it was time for work was the “call bell” rung
thirty minutes before work started at the Yokosuka dockyard in 1872. Starting around
this time, this method became the norm for factories throughout the country.
What factors were at play in bringing about the changes seen in Document 3? Navy
Commander Suekawa Hisataka 末川久敬, head of the Ordnance Bureau at the time, and
Harada Sōsuke 原田宗助, head of the Manufacturing Office, were both originally from
Kagoshima. Harada had studied armaments manufacturing at the Armstrong Company
in England for around seven years between 1871 and 1877, so the model for an arma-
ments factory that he was working with was probably not the old clan factory system.
However, Harada took over from Oki as head of the Manufacturing Office in November
1879, and his installment alone cannot explain the changes that took place in July 1883.
Here we must simply assume that the motivating factor was the take-over of the Akabane
Engineering Office by the Bureau of Naval Ordnance.
The following regulations are thought to have been for the Akabane Factory, judging
from when they were set up and the provisions for non-Japanese managers.
Document 4
Plant Rules and Regulations for Workers9
Article 1: All workers must start work at 8 a.m., take a lunch break between noon
and 1 p.m., return to work again until 4 p.m., and go home at 4:10 p.m.
If a worker is tardy four times, one day’s pay shall be deducted from his salary.
Although there is a system for punishing tardiness, it only goes into effect after the
third time, and there is, of course, no waiting time as in Document 2. At this time, it
was the Engineering University which was running this factory, headed by Dyer, the
hired foreigner who built the foundation upon which the predecessor of today’s Tokyo
University Engineering Department was built. Other factories directed by hired foreign-
ers instituted punishments for tardiness, but no waiting time before work. This is proba-
bly an aspect of European management methods which was directly imported and which
reflected the more precise punctuality and stronger consciousness regarding rights on the
part of the European worker. The Ordnance Bureau felt it necessary to review its previ-
ous regulations when it took over management of the Akabane Factory, where workers
had gotten used to the notion that they could come to work at any time before work
started. Of course, it is also conceivable that regulations regarding a waiting time in the
morning had already started becoming obsolete. The next regulations at the Ordnance
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Bureau were to appear three years later, in December 1886.
Document 5
Ordnance Manufacturing Plant Worker Regulations10
Article 14: There shall be ten working hours per day. This shall be nine-and-a-half
hours, however, during January, February, March, November, and December. The
lunch break at noon shall be thirty minutes. . . .
Article 19: All preparations should be complete before the whistle signaling work
start. After the whistle indicating work finish, all items should be put away and the
area should be cleaned.
Whistles are as follows:
1. Pre-start whistle: 30 seconds, 2 seconds, 2 seconds. A start whistle shall be
sounded fifteen minutes before the gates are opened.
2. Entry Whistle: 7 a.m. For January, February, March, November, and
December, this shall be at 7:30 a.m.
3. Work Start: 7:10 a.m. For January, February, March, November, and
December, this shall be at 7:40 a.m.
4. Lunch break: 11:30 a.m. . . .
Article 20: The gates shall be opened fifteen minutes before the pre-start whistle,
closed as soon as the entry whistle is sounded, and opened again after work when the
work stop whistle is sounded.
We should note here two different whistles: the entry whistle and the pre-start whis-
tle. The ten minutes between them is punctuated by the closing of the gates, a physical
enforcement of the first whistle, allowing the factory to enforce punctuality in the time
work started. In contrast to Document 2 from 1875, Documents 3 and 4 do not estab-
lish a waiting time for workers, and therefore face difficulties in maintaining punctuality
in starting work, since workers can come any time before work starts, making it difficult
to force them to start working at a set time. Pay might be deducted, but the workers
were still let in. In contrast, the system used in Meiji 19 (1886), makes it possible to
make sure everyone starts working at a time determined by the factory, as do the regula-
tions from Meiji 8 (1875). Factories at this time used steam powered motors to drive a
single engine powering a number of different machines, so all work had to begin the
instant this motor could produce enough energy, e.g., when it had accumulated enough
steam pressure in the boiler, which had had coal burned in it starting before the factory
opened in the morning. It would then be shut off at a certain set time—or at least with a
minimum of overtime. This was the most efficient way to run the factory. It is thus
thought that the most basic way to maintain factory discipline and ensure everything ran
smoothly was by eliminating tardiness and enforcing punctuality in starting work. At the
same time, all that was demanded of the workers in order to make sure work started on
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time was to show up on time. The gates were closed until thirty minutes before work
start, and the workers were given at least ten minutes to go to their workstations and get
ready to start working. The regulations from 1886 could be called a final version of a sys-
tem to manage work starting time, taking into account the circumstances of both man-
agement and labor.
Of course, government and private factories each had their own traditions and special
circumstances, with many factories continuing to face questions regarding tardiness and
punctuality into the Taishō and Shōwa periods. There were also times when even if these
areas were being maintained fairly well, expansion of factories would make management
a bit less stringent, which would create problems again. The examples we have looked at
here are from the Tokyo area, where attitudes towards discipline were on the stricter side
right from the beginning. This is on top of the fact that we have only been looking at
these rules as they were written down, and not as they actually would have been
enforced. Sudden general application of these rules would have been impossible.
However, it is the very progressive nature of these examples that makes them valuable
when thinking about the factors which made these changes possible.
One thing can be said of all the changes: the workers’ understanding of time certainly
grew deeper. In 1875, the workers were only expected to understand something along
the lines of “leave the house when you hear the bell at 6 a.m.,” even though the thirty
minutes between 6:30 and 7:00—the half-hour before work started—were set up as a
time when tardy workers were allowed into the building, although their pay would be
reduced. We can judge that this was a way of helping teach the workers about getting to
work on time, without affecting the actual operations of the factory. In 1883, a whistle
sounding fifteen minutes before work started was used as a time signaling device, as part
of the factory’s time system encouraging workers to leave for work. Tardy workers were
dealt with by reducing their pay. In 1886, the time-signaling system was the same as
before, but now tardy workers would be kept out by closing the gates. The fact that they
could keep workers locked out shows that such occurrences were rare enough that they
did not hinder factory operations. Clearly, the workers had learned to be punctual. And
while clocks had probably not yet spread to the workers’ houses, they most likely used
the bells at 6 a.m. (7 a.m. in the winter) and the whistle fifteen minutes before work to
figure out when to leave in the morning. At this time it was said that “the length and
breadth of Tokyo almost all shops have octagonal clocks, so whenever and wherever one
walks, one may simply look into a shop and see what time it is by the clock inside.”11
This means that if one were walking through a commercial district, it would be possible
to see the time from the clocks in the stores, and it was likely that this method of finding
out the time was also used.
One task required for working in a factory was understanding and getting used to a
fixed-hour time system as well as the fifteen-minute span of punctuality used in factories.
In return, workers were not forced to waste their time waiting around. This was a system
which was also fair to the workers. It was, needless to say, a system that was forced upon
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the workers by management, but the workers’ position in society was such that they
could be forced to wait long periods of time in order to be used in factories. And this sys-
tem shows that if they succeeded in being punctual, their position could change to work-
ers whose time was for sale, and would not have to be forced to wait. It is not a coinci-
dence that 1886, when these rules were implemented, was also the year that saw the rise
of the big corporations, signaling the start of the industrial revolution in Japan.
2  TWO PATTERNS OF WORKING HOURS
Now let us turn our attention to the working hours at the naval armaments factories
we have been looking at. The number of hours from the time work started to when it
finished was nine-and-a-half in summer and eight-and-a-half in winter (with six months
counted as winter) in 1875, and nine hours in summer and eight-and-a-half hours in
winter (redefined as three months) in 1883. In terms of yearly averages, there was no
great difference between the two, but in 1875 there was also the hour that workers were
made to wait in the morning. In 1886, the time work finished was moved from 4 p.m.
to 5 p.m., lengthening the working day by one hour to ten hours in summer and nine-
and-a-half hours in winter (reckoned as five months). We can interpret the passage we
looked at for the naval armaments factory as saying that the one hour that was reduced
due to workers getting to work on time (and therefore not have to be made to wait) was
used to lengthen the working hours.
However, this ten-hour working day is seen even before this. At the Yokosuka
Dockyard in 1872, working hours were eleven hours in summer, from 6:30 a.m. to 5:30
p.m., and ten hours in winter, from 7 a.m. to 5 p.m.12 This was based on the idea that
“the number of hours worked should be ten hours in the Western time system,”13 seen in
the 1865 proposal for a steel factory by Werny, a French naval engineer, and used in the
first real factory built in the Kantō region. It also, however, reflected the modern concept
of working hours, as can be seen in the following reply to a request by the financial
affairs magistrate (kanjō bugyō) in the second month of 1865.
Document 6
Warship metalworkers and smiths earn seven monme eight bu in silver per day, the
above being pay for time worked from “morning five” to “evening seven.” The
amount is doubled for overtime starting very early in the morning or lasting until
very late at night.14
“Morning five” and “evening seven” of course refer to the variable-hour time system.
Depending on the time of year, the length of the working day between those hours, in
Tokyo, would be between 7 hours 10 minutes and 10 hours 32 minutes.
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Okamoto Yukio 岡本幸雄, who has studied issues related to working hours during the
Edo period as a precursor to modern working hours, concludes that these kinds of hours
were “guild-like customs in urban areas,” and that there also existed “working patterns
for manual work in the rural areas and for servants engaged manufacturing (manyu-
fakuchua hōkōnin).” According to these patterns, people worked from sunrise to sunset,
or “morning six” to “evening six” in the variable-hour system (equaling between 11 hours
and 15 hours 46 minutes), and, depending on the circumstances, included working at
night. He says that these were normal working patterns during the Edo period.15
That factory working hours were influenced by agricultural working hours was par-
ticularly noticeable in the Tomioka Silk Mill. This mill, which had opened its doors in
1872, was run under the direction of a French engineer, as was the Yokosuka Dockyard.
Tomioka’s hired foreigner was named Bruner.
Document 7  
Bruner’s Forecast 16
Workdays begin at dawn and end at sunset.
The French manager planned for employees to eat at dawn, come to the factory at the
sound of the whistle, start work at 7 a.m., have a half-hour break at 9 a.m., eat at noon
and have a one-hour break, and go home at 4:30 p.m. One cycle is roughly sunrise to
thirty minutes before sunset.
This system employed the fixed-hour system, and established nine-and-a-half hours from
start to finish, almost the same as the Yokosuka case. In practice the Tomioka mill altered
the fixed-hour system considerably, as is clear from a description of hours written in
1900, when Mitsui bought the mill from the government.
Document 8
Overview of Tomioka Silk Mill Management, November 190017
Adjustments are made throughout the year in accordance with the length of the day,
which is short in winter and long in summer. The day is longest in the middle of
June, so the day is twelve hours and fifty-five minutes, and shortest in the middle of
December, so the day is nine hours and fifty-five minutes. Recently, the day has
started at 5:55 a.m. and ended at 4:55 p.m. Forty minutes are given for lunch.
Working hours were set using the fixed-hour time system, but were adjusted to the
length of the day, so in actuality a variable-hour system was used. Indeed, even the vari-
able-hour time system used during the Edo period was not strictly according to the time
the sun rose and set each day, but instead employed twenty-four seasonal segments to
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divide up the year, and a fixed-hour time system was used for whatever particular seg-
ment the year was in. Clock mechanisms are fundamentally fixed-hour systems, too, so
Japanese clocks during the Edo period displayed variable-hour time using correspon-
dence tables or mechanisms to adjust the time to correspond to the twenty-four seasonal
segments. (Actually, this system set the summer and winter solstices at opposite extremes
and used the same method to convert the time for spring and autumn in between, so
there were only actually thirteen segments.) Strictly speaking, it was only a semi-fixed-
hour system. We do not know how many times a year Mitsui would adjust the time, but
if it was done more than twenty-four times a year, their semi-fixed-hour system would
have been even more variable than the Edo period one.
Minus the time for lunch (and breakfast during the long summer days), actual hours
worked varied between ten and thirteen hours. In order to make a comparison with the
heavy industries that I looked at above, if we take the actual number of hours worked
including meals and breaks, we see that throughout the year, the hours worked varied
between eleven hours and at the most fourteen-and-a-half hours. This was close to the
old flexible-time schedule, according to which work started at ake mutsu and ended at
kure mutsu. But in 1882, actual hours worked were said to be “ten hours and forty-five
minutes at the longest in the summer and seven hours at the shortest in the winter,”18 or
two or three hours less than under the old flexible-time schedule. 
The number of hours worked in 1883 were an urban craftsman pattern, in terms of
the previous section, and did not vary much from when the company started up. 
Table 1. Yearly Averages of Hours Worked Per Day, Annual Wages of a Millworker, and
Amount of Thread Produced (units: time [hours:minutes], yen, kan) 19
Note: The apparent decrease of thread produced after 1890 is due to increased production of a
light, finer thread, and does not mean that production activities had fallen. One kan weighs 3.75
kg, or 8.3 lbs.
However, by 1890, they had increased by over an hour-and-a-half, closer to the rural
agricultural pattern. No documents have been found that can explain the reason for this
change, but it is likely that it reflects the adoption of working methods used in private
companies in rural areas. In 1886, the private sector had examples such as the regulations
for the Sericultural (silk-producing) Industry Union in Yamanashi, which stipulated
employees be at work from 4:30 in the morning to 7:30 at night, or a total of fifteen
hours.20 From external appearances these regulations seem to be based on fixed time, and
to apply to all times of the year. But I estimate that at that time, in Kōfu, the center of






























reeling factories that employed more than thirty workers were only in operation for 150
days or fewer during the year,21 and I believe that in actuality the regulations applied only
to the summer season when silk-reeling was at its peak. This period saw an explosion of
private silk mills, and it is believed that their working customs were incorporated within
the context of competition with these companies. As is clearly shown in Table 1, wages
went down in spite of the rise in working hours and production between 1884 and
1886-88. Here we must conclude that working hours were extended without a concomi-
tant rise in wages. Spread of rural working hours throughout the silk industry was in
pace with the establishment of these companies.
Yet, were the number of hours worked in urban areas in actuality that short? This is a
difficult problem. A two-shift system for day and night became the norm during the rise
of the corporations in the cotton mills that abounded in urban area. In principle, each
shift was twelve hours long, which is shorter than the silk mills. Although this may seem
to be shorter than the rural pattern of working hours, the need to make the day and
night shifts in units of seven days and sometimes up to over ten days undoubtedly creat-
ed a serious physical burden on the workers.
What about the heavy industries? As stated above, the official working hours were
around ten hours. At the same time, as seen in Document 6, extra was already being paid
for morning and evening overtime, beyond the established working hours, going back at
least as far as the Edo period. Nippon no kasō shakai by Yokoyama Gennosuke is a valu-
able and famous description of early laborers.
Document 9 22
Even if a laborer earned fifty or sixty sen, this was not for the stipulated number of
hours worked during the day. He would have to work more than the normal work-
ing hours, up to thirteen or sixteen hours a day, to earn even this much. If he worked
the same number of hours as a white-collar worker, he would not be able to feed his
family, and would gladly work nights and always work overtime.
This 1898 description of a steel worker shows that low wages and overtime were becom-
ing the norm. When did this situation start? The explanation is rather difficult. In 1901,
the Commerce Bureau of the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce published a survey
titled “The Condition of the Laborer,” which mentions that “due to the nature of their
industry, dockyard laborers working on repairs for ships often work through the night.”23
As this shows, shipbuilding, one of the early representatives of heavy industry, witnessed
frequent overtime work, especially for workers doing repairs to ships. Short-order con-
centrated work was required to get commercial ships back in the water as soon as possi-
ble, as well as to get naval vessels back in action quickly. It is difficult to determine exact-
ly when overtime started becoming the norm. Even military factories saw overtime, such
as during the Satsuma Rebellion. Although there must have been some sort of compen-
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sation for such overtime work early on, it cannot be found in the documents for this
period. As can be seen in Document 6, the government during the last days of the
Tokugawa shogunate did not reimburse workers for small amounts of overtime, although
it paid twice the daily wages for lengthy overtime, a payment system which was both
imprecise and probably had aspects of privilege and favoritism. Perhaps this custom
remained in place.
The first evidence we have regarding worker overtime is the regulations for the
Yokosuka Dockyard, implemented in January 1878. Time and a half was paid for over-
time, and double time was paid for overtime between 10 p.m. and 4 a.m. Wages rose as
soon as any overtime was done. In March 1884, workers were paid regular wages from
work stop to 7 p.m., time and a half from 7 p.m. to 10 p.m. and from 4 a.m. to work
start, and double time from 10 p.m. to 4 a.m., meaning they were only paid at ordinary
wage rates for the first three hours of overtime.24 These regulations were implemented in
the Yokosuka Dockyard, the Tokyo armaments factory, and other naval factories, which
would indicate that this kind of overtime had become the norm.  
In 1890, the Ministry of the Navy established a working day of nine-and-a-half hours
for the three winter months, ten-and-a-half hours for the seven summer months, and ten
hours for spring and autumn (including a thirty-minute lunch break). At the same time,
it required that approval be received from the ministry every time work was to be done
lasting longer than twelve hours a day; it provided that an hour-and-a-half during sum-
mer and two hours during other times of the year were the upper limits on overtime that
could be ordered by arsenal managers at their own discretion.25 The following year the
maximum work time was extended to twelve-and-a-half hours, or twelve hours actually
worked.26 This shows that this was about the range of overtime which had become the
norm.
Of course, that there were instances of working through the night is clear from the
fact that there were stipulations for pay for such circumstances. In December 1903, the
Yokosuka Naval Armaments Factory internal regulations gave detailed stipulations for
pay when working for an entire 24-hour period, when 3 to 3.45 times the regular day-
time wages would be paid.27 Working a 24-hour period for several days in a row is an
average of 2.4 times the normal working hours, which would make it an inefficient
salary method if there were other workers who could substitute. Even if there were sim-
ply not enough workers, working them day and night for several days would not be a
solution, since the “The Condition of Laborers” states that in cases where workers
received higher pay due to working through the night, “they often take one or two days
off.” The only case in which this kind of wage system would make sense would be when
a job had to be done quickly to ensure on-time delivery, and there was only one worker
who could do the job, and it would be faster to have him do the job than be replaced by
someone else, even if this meant that his productivity might fall due to being over-
worked. The characteristic dependency on skilled workers during this period by skilled
labor in heavy industries created irregular and long working hours. This is in essence dif-
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ferent from general factory work requiring several days’ worth of work.
Overtime at the Yokosuka Dockyard probably grew to about three hours in 1884.
There was increased work for the dockyard and starting around 1882, before the rise of
the corporations, due to military expansion directed against China after an incident in
Korea. This level of increase is believed to have become prevalent in other factories start-
ing around this time. However, not all overtime by workers in heavy industry was caused
by this. Special working hour settings also played a part, related to the inability to replace
skilled workers with others during this period.
3  THE THIRD PATTERN OF WORKING HOURS
Early Meiji working hours were not limited only to urban and rural patterns.
The Defense Research Military History Section Library located in Meguro-ku, Tokyo
contains official Imperial Army and Navy documents that were requisitioned by U.S.
forces after World War II and then later returned. The following is one of the earlier doc-
uments, a report from the Naval Shipbuilding Bureau to the ministry.
Document 1028
Last day of the fifth month, Jinshin (1872)  Shipbuilding Bureau
Starting time for bureau officers as of the first day of the sixth month shall be as fol-
lows.
Arrive: 8 a.m. Leave: 12 noon
However, each section shall provide the following number of personnel for overtime,
as shown below, if this does not interfere with that section’s work. These limits will
be ignored if the need arises.
General Affairs: One member for overtime
Inspections: Ditto
Factory Floor: Half of all personnel shall arrive at 6 a.m. and leave at 4 p.m.
Gunnery: According to regular schedule
Storage: Two members for overtime
Accounting: According to regular schedule
Cartography: Ditto
Maintenance: Overtime shall be specified
Roll call: One member to come early
Working time for factory floor from the first day of the sixth month shall be as fol-
lows:
Arrive: 6 a.m. Leave: 4 p.m.
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These limits will be ignored if the need arises.
All members are requested to arrive on time at 6 a.m. and leave at 4 p.m.
The modern way of telling time according to the solar calendar and fixed-hour sys-
tem was introduced the following year, and it was still official practice in 1872 to identi-
fy the year by its name according to the old horological cycle, Jinshin. Hours were
referred to as “the first hour” (dai-ichiji ) and so on, with the character ji 字 designating
the hour instead of the character ji 時.
We can distinctly see two very different types of working hours here. The first day of
the sixth month of Jinshin is 6 July 1872, right in the middle of the summer season, and
the Ministry of the Navy was going to start working four hours a day, from 8 a.m. to 12
noon. At the same time, however, personnel on the “factory floor” which was under con-
trol of the Shipbuilding Bureau of the Ministry of the Navy (i.e., the dockyard at
Ishikawajima and the Hyōgo armament manufacture unit that later became the Bureau
of Naval Ordnance), had to work ten hours a day, from 6 a.m. to 4 p.m., the “factory
floor hours.” Working hours differed by 2.5 times within the same organization. The
Shipbuilding Bureau, which directly managed the factory floor, made up for the differ-
ence by having staggered overtime in the morning and in the afternoon to deal with the
disparity. The factory floor section, which directly managed the factory floor, had to have
members come every other day and work as many hours as the laborers. The cartography
section worked the same hours as the town hall. The gap between management or
administration and factory floor laborers was great.
The following year, the shipbuilding bureau and the main ship office no longer used
a shorter time system for summer.
Document 1129
From: The Main Ship Office
Attn: Ministry of the Navy
28 July 
From 2 August until 31 August, all personnel previously arriving at 8 a.m. and leav-
ing at 12 noon are notified that leaving at 12 noon seriously interferes with the
duties of this dockyard in performing its functions, so we will be returning to the
normal schedule of arriving at 9 a.m. and leaving at 3 p.m.
Still, personnel only worked six hours, much less than the ten hours that the factory per-
sonnel had to work—and even that was shorter than the norm. However, the 9 a.m. to 3
p.m. schedule was the norm for the central government and prefectural offices. This
“third pattern of working hours” is the government pattern of working hours, and I
would like to take a closer look at it now.
The earliest regulations by the Meiji government regarding official working hours,
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looked at narrowly, is the directive of the twenty-first day of the first month of 1868,
which states, “arrive at the hour of the snake, leave at the hour of the monkey.” This is
obviously notated in the variable-hour time system, but already on the seventeenth day
of the twelfth month of the same year we see this converted to a fixed-hour notation,
using an average conversion method, to read “arrive at 10 a.m., leave at 4 p.m.”30 On the
thirteenth day of the seventh month of 1869, this would be reduced to just four hours.
Document 1231
Arrive at 10, leave at 2
During times of heat arrive at 8
According to the Dajōkan kisoku of the seventh day of the eighth month of the fol-
lowing year, at the Dajōkan, or what would later become the cabinet, all petitions,
inquiries, and reports were looked over by secretaries (benkan 弁官, later shokikan 書記官)
between 10 a.m. and 12 noon. The secretaries affixed their seals along with estimates of
costs and assignment of tasks to different sections, and then passed the documents to the
councilors (sanji 参事) at 1 p.m. The councilors would inspect these, and submit them
for approval to the emperor between 10 a.m. and 12 noon the following day, at the
palace, with the chief councilor of state also present. The next day, between 1 p.m. and 2
p.m., the councilors would notify the secretaries in any relevant sections of the results.32
The regulations for the Ministry of Civil Affairs (Minbushō民部省) put out on the twen-
ty-seventh day of the seventh month of the same year have the same “arrive at 10, leave
at 2” stipulation, which is clearly the same as the working hours for the central govern-
ment.33
Looking at the journal kept by Ōkubo Toshimichi during the period when he worked
at the government office of the Satsuma domain, we see that an entry for the ninth
month of 1862 says “26th. Left for work at fourth hour, returned at eighth hour,”34 and
similar entries for several days before and after. He would leave for work at “morning
four,” or sometime between 9 and 10 a.m., and return home at “afternoon eight,” or
sometime around 2 p.m. This indicates that the working hours of the Dajōkan, between
10 a.m. and 2 p.m., were not so different from the domainal offices in the Edo period. It
is difficult to imagine that the working hours for samurai in other han were very differ-
ent, so these working hours probably fall under the concept of the “samurai working
hours.” According to the Ōkubo journal, the switch to an early time for leaving for work
at 8 a.m. due to the summer season did not go back to 10 a.m. in autumn, but to 9 a.m.
The time he would return home from work in the spring of the following year, 1871,
remained 2 p.m., but in the autumn of that year this changed to 3 p.m., making a six-
hour workday. Right around the time the finishing touches were being put on the
switchover from the domain system to the prefectural system, a six-hour time system was
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established. Six hours was not very much longer than the amount of time worked when
the days were long under the old variable-hour time system, so although it is an increase,
we can safely say that the concept of “samurai working hours” was kept intact. The
September 1873 Okitama35 prefectural office administrative regulations establish work-
ing hours from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m., while the revised regulations for Shiga Prefecture in
December of the same year establish 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Thus the prefectures did not
always match the central government exactly, but nevertheless had similar working
hours.36
It was only when reforms were being implemented in all the various ministries and
the Dajōkan became the cabinet, in January and February of 1886, that an eight-hour
workday, from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., was finally implemented.37 At around the same time
Tokyo Prefecture and Osaka Prefecture lengthened their working hours to 9 a.m. to 5 or
6 p.m.,38 meaning that almost all prefectural offices, including the large ones, had moved
over to an eight-hour day.
In 1886 the government’s armament manufacturing plant was transferred to the
directorship of Kawasaki Shōzō 川崎正蔵, and went on to become the Kawasaki Heavy
Industries we know today. Kawasaki’s stringent efficiency plans, however, only length-
ened the worker’s day from the 5:30 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. ten-hour system to an eleven-
hour system finishing at 4:30 p.m. He did, however, make administrative staff (previous-
ly government employees, who had been coming in at eight or nine in the morning) start
working on a schedule the same as for the workers. He was proud of the success of his
efficiency measures, which “abolished administrative stagnation by not allowing staff to
go home unless they had finished all the work they had for that day.”39 Seen from the
perspective of private management, government working hours, which were a holdover
from the samurai working hour tradition, were certainly strange, and were the first aspect
to go during privatization. It is believed that the implementation of a 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.
workday in the ministries was undertaken as part of a reform which reflected public
opinion before the establishment of the Diet.
In April, as can be seen from the example of the Tsuna County Office in Awaji,
which moved from a 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. system to an 8 a.m. to 7 p.m. system, lengthening
the day to eleven hours,40 regional agencies, which were closer to the masses, implement-
ed extensions of working hours beyond those seen in the central government.
One characteristic aspect of government working hours in the Meiji Period after this
was a shortening of the working day during the summer months. As seen in Document
13, the working hours for 1869 were shortened by two hours, to finish at noon. A sum-
mer session that included only going in to work in the morning became a policy that was
strictly followed thereafter. Working hours at each ministry were established by decision
of the minister, and were reported to the Dajōkan, so there were discrepancies among the
various ministries, as well as during the different years. At the Ministry of Engineering
and Manufacturing for example, there are notifications from 1874; in 1876, for instance,
a 26 April notice sets the working day as 8 a.m. to 2 p.m., on 11 July another notice
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makes it 8 a.m. to 12 noon, and from 11 September it goes back to 9 a.m. to 3 p.m.
From 1882 to 1885, when the Ministry of Engineering and Manufacturing was abol-
ished, the working day was 8 a.m. to 2 p.m. during September.41 In other words, a sum-
mer working day shorter by one hour was used for over five months, in some cases, with
a further two-hour reduction during the two midsummer months, ending the day at
noon. The midsummer time reduction would be abolished in 1922, but would later
come back in the Shōwa period.42
Despite the elimination of the class system from the Edo period and all the talk of
“equality among citizens,” completely different time systems and concepts of time per-
sisted between the classes and between urban and rural areas, expressed in different but
coexisting working hours. Under the fixed-hour time system and its conception of time,
the differences between urban and rural working hours became clear and moved in the
direction of unification, starting around 1886, when the industrial revolution began and
modern Japan began to take shape. The leveling of the people’s consciousness as well as
their lifestyles continued to take place for decades thereafter, in the form of the spread of
the fixed-hour time system and the clocks which showed this new time, and the length-
ening working hours of that sector of the population which had previously been the
samurai class, and in other sectors an initial lengthening during the period of the indus-
trial revolution and then a reduction later. Today, we live our lives using one time system
and all working the same number of hours during the day, as though it were only natur-
al. It is not, however, so natural.
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Iwanami Bunko edition (1949), p. 219. 
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41 “Kōbunroku,” various years, in the collection of the Kokuritsu Kōbunshokan.
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